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: vand expand (extending sequential learning). The metaphér as |

:madel posits branching frcm 4 common basé, which 1s not so = |

Sequencing and Branching: Impliéaticns for Theory and Practice

Althsughllearning theory doesn't pretend to have all the

answers about how weiléarn, 1t can recognize and stipulate cer-

tain sequential patterns. In the words of Jerome Bruner, '"There

are certéinfcrdgrs of presentatian of materials and ldeas 1in anﬁ
subject that are more likely than others to lead the student to
the main idea," ‘At the same time, learning theorists reallze

thaﬁiiﬁdividual differences may not fit neatly into those

. patterns. To quote Bruner again: "The fact of individual

differences argues for pluralism." Working with this under-
staudiﬁgasazd the constralnts of mass eduéétianﬂscurriculum
plaﬂﬂérs have often created thelr own compromise: they have
overlald sequences with optlons, apparently establishing a
system of Eranehing. 3ut hew Saund'is this branching when new

courses are added to those that happen to sqrvive the quirks

" of faculty specialization, and nelther students nor faculty

are particularly aware of program goals? ;

I propose that we reexamine branching in 1£ght of its
organic metaphor and that we try to integrate 1t inté szqu3ﬂa
cingaésince-truefbranehing implies sequencing in the first

place. Brénehiné produces offshoots from a main limb (or

SLGTE curriculum) these éffshcots (or options) can bath

branch off and diverge (reflecting individual interests and

aiff3fenees Df teachers Eﬂd students alike) and branch out - /

—
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easy to astgpliéh when we are faced with a diverse student
populatlon. But even tfaekiné canjrécagnize a‘unitary gource
and Just approach the éubject matter in terms of different
leﬁels of éamplexityf We already have ore curriculum model
in the proixrammed text, which 1llustrates the productive use
of sequencing as branching. Here branéhing;refiects individg

- ual differences in terms of dlvergent paths to common polnts
from which new branchlung can occui'. For currlcular purposes,
this model recommends a pericdie re&fnupiﬁg and reiturn to
common- gaals aga way of guaranteeing g solid sequenge that
can nonetheless be reachgd»by several different means.

Inta what‘kind'af sequencing should we try)ta integréte
this‘naticneaf branching? After all, the term_"gedgencé" can
apply to any series of ordered cccurrencés; succession doesn't
necessarily~imp1y development. ”If develapment.is our geal,-
theg I believe 1earning thecry is our . key. -Iﬂ the Amerlcan |
educational system, sequence took on the added weight of theory
in 1959 when "the Woods Hole Conference gatherfd tagether scien-
tists and psychalagists who were interastei in svpplying learn- -
ing thecry to curriculum design. Gcnselidatiug the findings
cf that conference and drawing specifically on the work of Jean
Piaget and L. S Vygatsky, Bruner articulated how linear and
spiral curricula (both ultimately sequential) can Ieflect c
-laﬁguage skills acquisition. During theggixties, English de-
ﬁartments and Drgawizatiﬂﬂs raised tﬁe allied issue of cumulaﬁ )

tive programs but made anly spcradic inroads at the college

levelé. Then, in 1958, came the student—centered language arts

SN
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curriculum proposed by James Moffett, with its reverberations
1£tas¢allege acmpési%i%n programs-~where 'process' has linked
| up.vith "sequence" witgin courses as well as across writing
programs, »

What 1s our Précﬁiéa¥ inheritance at ﬁhe outset of the
1980's? At first glance, the nultiplicity of our collegr
composition programs seems the most sallent factor. Bu 4
the words of Jasper Eééi, who introduces elghteen representa-
tive "options" in thé recent MLA bégk so eﬁtitled this diver-
sity can be ccnveniengly élvidéd into ”traditional" and "non-
traditional’ programs. What makes thie breakdcwn eémvenient
for my nurﬁases is that it emphasizes %hf split betw3éﬂa1)
trylng to work with traditianal 3equences (e.g.,starting with
basi~ Englisb maving on tn expcsitian, and concluding with
writing about literature) and 2) treating sequence as an en-
tirély individual matter in writing warkshopsi Interestingly
encugh, lt is the t;aditicna; approach that moust offen employs
| azfcrm-af branching (admittedly to shore up a siﬁkiﬁg program
much of the time), while the nontraditional one frequently
gets tiéd té an éxte}ﬁal sequéﬁée in another field (1tself
usually ordered along traditional. lines). Mawe than anything
else, hawever, this Lnterplav between sequence and individual-
izatlon suggests that they are the two elements we are all
trying to accommodate. | H

Geing back to the learning theory that underlies our cur-
rent emphasls on sequegciug dégqgsﬁrates that pragtige has not

always consulted accepted theory cr has misapplied it. On the
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other hand, some of the theory ! a and ound want-
ing--generally in termsxafrthe L mass education
and specifically with respect. Y £111 like writing.
Pragmatic discrepancles oeed r a erting, however;
they primarily point the way farmv%y reminding us
of ideal ways of teaching and e 3ut if some of the
theory egnfiicts with how we ¢ . -tudents learn to write,

~ then we do indeed have z problem--and e mandate %o revise gnd
refine our thecry. Recently, for example, Mike Rose of UCLA
has argued that rigld adherence to a specified sequence of
composing can cause bléckiﬁg and éanfusicnvfar student wrlters.
To be falr to learning theory, though. I must acknowledge that
-fit has never abhstracted theories abaut.35quence without admi%—
“ting individual diiferemces, pnor has its occasional emphasls on
canceptual learning precluded acquisitian Df sRills.

But What happens if a sequencevlike Moffett's gets intera.
rupted or doesn’'t start soon enough? GcilEge Writing‘prcgrams
simply can't count on their students having proceeded through
the sane Eequential writing stages, nor would 1t be practicable

or deairable to cram the entire hcf%éiigsequencé into the flrét

. college writing course. Moffett himself rejects sequence as

the panacea within single courses or for the short range of
college programs. Does this then sPéll doom for sequeﬁcé at
the college 1evel? | i a

Nondevelopmental factcrs, indjvldual differences, and con=-
:flicting'eurriéula may undermine and ccmplicate the notlon of

sequence, but they don't dispose of it altogether. At this

=
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point, I find 1% useful to recdgnize sequence in the micro-
cosm £S well as in the macrocosm: not only can we find and
- - establish sequences across writing programs aﬁd within specific
courses, but we can derive and postulate a geﬁeral sequence for
~any writing task. Drawing fram the examples of sclentists and
creative artists, writing speclalists have started to tresg
writing as a kind of problem-solving--one that runs the gamut
from preparation and -experimentation, through incubation . and
discovery, to execﬁticn and revislon. Quite éimply, thls range
reflects the pfcceéé apﬁraach to teaching and learning writing,
although it does not necessarily neglect the product. And pro-
cess 1s fﬁndamentally an individual matter. Sé;fcr any glven
étudeﬁf, working on a given writing task, fhat.sequence ma& be
. intﬁitive or cenééiéusly drawn out, a s;éath road or a1ccﬂvaluted
path that twists énd;:eturﬁs upon itself. Directly addresslﬁg N
these stages yet acknowledging individual d1fferences, the
writing teaehér can thus posit a general notion of sequence at
. the core of each discrete writing assignment Iﬁ a'sense, then,
;very act of writing cgntributes to a student’ 8 growlng EXP%IP
tise and-helps that student to draw more effectively upon a
productive sequence, -
ey Sametimes sequence within and among courses seems to be

ﬁ’xﬁ ' more impartant to teachers than 1t 1s %o students, hewever.

;
=

1
V’In neg tive terms, this state of affairs reflects a love of

theery for its own sake--with the concomitunt reward of a con-
v

, veﬂientlo;ganizaticn of course eantent or ordering ‘of several

~ courses, More pgsitively, such emphasis 1ndicateg an active

Q i N o |
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iﬁtérplay'betweeg theory and prac%iée that ultimately bene-
fits the students. Recognizing the potential of a EEQQEﬂtLal
curriculum operating at Either-the;ﬁbsitive or negative ex-
treme;‘érunér declares, "If iﬁ‘gaggst change, move, perturb,
inform teachers, it will have no effect on those whon they
teach." “For thévsaké of both teagheré and students, therefore,
we shculs uncéver and support at all stages tho= sequences that
foster the element cf discovery; Given the heuristic nature of
writing, this elemént should 1n fact exist at the core of any
‘of cur overall sequences--1t's finally Jjust a matter of acknowl=
edging and explaiting iﬁ_: And if both-teachers énd studenfs
write, then they can together dispel the doing/understanding
'dichctamy thé% Bruner asserts is false. By wrifing frequéﬁtly
énd becéming more selfaawaré writers, stﬁdents can undersﬁaﬂd
that thelr own tﬁinkiﬂgfpraéeeas both analytlically and intul-
tiveiyﬂaeanfirmiﬁg andrstretching the bounds' of sequence.

As iang as those who set up sequences know something about
learning theory and plan to teach in the programs they devise,
we can expéét an intelligent’application of theory to practice.
Brumer provides yet another crucial element: include scholars
whose research puts them at the'icrefrcﬁﬁ,cf their field among
the curriculum planners. The most advanced scholars of English
shauid kEDW’itS structure and interrelatianships well encugh to
endarse Bruner's natiag of a spiral curriculum,aﬁe that can
find a way to cammunicate even the most complex concept at any

iy

pavmt_in a develcpmental sequence, Here we have an argument

'foiainVleing more prcfeasars in the teachiﬂg of Freshman English,
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Perhaps Bruner's theory Shauld be lssued as a ChallEﬂEE to
professors who want to teach at’ the end of seguénces, ngt
théir beginning. Our best teachersaare those who meet stu-
dents where they arg‘azd take them furthest along a sequence
that 1s individualized and becomes,internalized; so that
eveﬁtually thé student assumes the role of selfé%eécher_
Wnat 1light does this diéucﬁssian about the théory be=
hind'seguenciﬁg shed on branching, and how can 1t ald us in
fruitfully iﬁtegrafing branching into séqueﬁcing? First of

all, the theory reminds us of the complex mix of developmental

factors and individual differences, of step-by-step procedufés.

and intuitive ieaps within specified frameworks., So when some
traditional sequences have tried to introduce branching as
their answer to the call for individualizaticn, they were res-
ponding ﬁo a.campiax {ssue- wlith more gamplexitys!but ;ftem
merely adding on another layer éf éamplexity, in effect cre-
ating a smokescreen. Secondly, the nontraditional wcrksiap
apﬂrasch is;@grdly.at ‘0dds with branchiag,far example, self-
paging'ané fhe uséfaf adjunct caurses fit into the 1arger view
of sequence and hence sequential branching. A révitalized con-

cept of branching can support sequenclng and lndividualizéd,

instruction by strengthening the i1deal behind each and uncover-

ing individual sequences. The mere fact of p;urélismgdces not
guarantee that individual differences will be acknowledged and
worked with,'but_bragch;ng bullt into an overall sequential

program encourages an increased degree of ;elf-awarenessféﬁa

individual growth. - S o
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, - At this paint I recammend three steps that shauld inte-
! grate branching into seguencLﬁg byxaggaklng tc the issues of
7 1) infcrmed alternatives, 2) indivldualized 1earnlﬂg, and 3) ,J o

“the g@als of writimg=sequencas.( Fallaéfd in whole or in part
such steps shguld enhance tha intarrelatienshigs among nptian-
al, individualized, and sequential writing programs and decreasé
the threat of thelr wgrking at erass—éﬁrpagésg :

1) Clarify the structure underlying the writing program

zgné communicate 1t to the students. This step demands that

teachers reexamine thelr writing programs and realign practice
with theory. (Note:- 1t can be disconcerting to clarify é_
structure, and then discover that it's indefensible--this is
“1ikely for those programs offering aptians w;ﬁhautrany sense
of how they fit into Seqﬁeﬁtial 1ear£ing;)\ pﬁless reﬁetitijn
and pracgtice aré;sufficiezt 1earning tools, such programs will
‘call f@r‘revisiog—eadding; deleting; and Ieardéringrccursas. 4 ﬁf;
Once teachers have a defemsible program, 1t needs to be spelled .
cuﬁ‘ta étudents, ﬁréferably at the DutSEt ofgthelrgccllage ’ "
_careefi If students can percelive that their writing program
Ehas an overall structure, then they are mare like;y to - recag— '
nize 1its purpase and ldentify tneir<§ragress at each stage.

And as branching Within _that sequence becomes available to

them, they: will‘hé able to make intelligent .cholces among their
B ;sapticnéi Ideally, an overall program description &ﬂd rationale

shauld pe distributed to students before they first register
— far classes, A’ weli-writtea, sufficiently detalled pamphlet

or catalog entry could thus be reconsulted throughout thelr

\




indiv;duel eleeeneom een proviﬁe the model that, fills in or

ettrepeletee to the averell run., The sense of skills ee ee—:

ey o L . : BRI L ) Mac-Kay = 9

- four-year period. °Of eeufee, eueh revleiene and deeerlptiene

7

-

.eheuld ﬂDt repreeent the final werd in eny eurrieulum. \Reguler

reviews tpet reeffirm whet is, werking and reconsider what seems
less successful can keep a program heefihy. ZAnxieeightiul re-

source might well be Bruner s "ieetitutee fer curriculum stud=-
iee,i whieh could drew frem an lnterdiecipliﬂery perspective.

2) Ceneult‘greeeee as . e_guide te everell eequenee;e No

meﬁter how incomplete or uugertein eseurriculum may be, the
= - v ‘

&

quentiei ie unaerecered wheﬁ single pepere are ungreded for
instance, and the geei ie achleved at the end ef the eequeieef
of writing eeeignmente-with the ewerding of course gredee. .
Heeuwhile,ren the scale of the epeeifie eeelgnmenb, aWETEBEES
of the eumuletive stages that a paper mevee threugh peinte te
beth the general pattern end iudividue¢ verletien. The inher—x

ent iudividuelityrin eequenee thus emergee eeneoultentlyiwiﬁh

‘a, view of ite everell etrueture. Te help'etudente’intefﬂelize

their own eequentiel petterning, writing teachers do well to

.ask them to write frequeutly end freely, yhlle to iricrease

- students' uﬁderetendiﬁg of what etrengthe they can build Dn,

teachers need to encourage them to be eelf—eritieel to enelyee

:etegee;end note intuitive leaps. 1In thie eentext, neitner

teachers nor students would be so likely to undermine eeQuen—

. tiel develepment by emphaslzing the differeneee brenehing al=-

lewe et the expenee 0of cumulatlve 1eern1ng.

3) Builiwteue?é e,figeliecuree that unites maturation

PRI
& e
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-; &ﬂd motivation with cuﬁulative skiEi To the cumulative ex-

pertise that seque&ce promises, we can add two Dther factors
that time and experlence prcvidé- maturation and increased
mctivatian. Naturatiqn is aifficult to measuré or acccunt for,

_ but HDIkiﬂg with an uppersdivisian writing Elass is clearly

il

different,fram taach*ng Dne at the freshman 1é§e%, even lf

they both ccgstituté the "basic college writing requiIEmegt;i

affects this maturatlan, but it also creates a separate iﬂflux

= =

= =

of interest. In Bruner's terms, this is an oppﬂrtunity'ta reccg—

nize the “feadiﬂegs”“in motivation. That feadiness’sééms to

emerge in the juniar 01 SEﬂiGT year when most students realize
:they would benefit frgm aqothér writing ccﬂrse, partiéularly if

ol a it. cculd help them - in their acaiemic majcr and pregare them for
tne erfing in their expec ed career_$7This, then, is the*appra—. ¥

priate place to IEgIDup-atQ establish arset cf cﬁurses that con-

e ciudes the writing\sequemce begun when a student enters caliege.
‘Gaursg cantent is alreaﬂy partly defined by prESEﬂt ‘and future
Ezield cf stﬁﬁy,_and the previaus gsequence insures a certaln con-
itinuitj;and cumﬁlative 'skills, But. course ccntent will diffarg
with field in effect branching off and feflecting increaslggly
iwéarrcw more pragmatic applicaticns. Nonetheless, to the degree
.that. this sequential gaal is still viewed in 1ighf of its full
’sequence, it“will inccrparate reverberatiag; from its brcader,_;
ahumanistic ‘base. In this' respect the uppersdivision writing
' course that' caps a full sequence truly branches out and opens’

up the full sp%@trum of past and fugurg ;earning experiences.

a
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.Befwéen sequeneiﬁg and‘branchinggﬁand?within each one as
«werlaak'mc:e clcseljssiie several éets of dicﬁ@tamiés: the
1ﬂstituﬁicn and the:individual, regiménﬁaticﬁ and, freedon,
tzigﬁy and practice. Eut by drawing on these apparent oppc—
- 8ltes, by enccuraging ayfluldlity between them, I believe we
‘have the,gr@unds'far gzcrsatlve‘critiquﬁaf sequencing»&nd‘

-

branching that ;s:baﬁh'cﬂ:gcing“aggfécnsffﬁé%ifé;“%”ﬂ

Carol Hanbery MacKay
Department of English
o R v : - University of Texas
' )?5 o : - . Austin, Texas 78712
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